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Identification of Focus Schools within a Context of Promoting Continuous Improvement

Key Questions and Issues

1. What are the criteria for designating a campus a “Focus School’?

Focus Schools are campuses that, based on a thorough analysis of student performance data, are identified as urgently in need of technical assistance, support, and monitoring.  By definition, they are among the district’s lowest performing schools in relation to their peers and exhibit critical needs in relation to district, state, and federal standards.   

Focus Schools have been identified at the elementary, middle, and high school levels for 2003-04.  This approach makes sense, given the fact that there are high needs schools at each level and the multi-level approach works particularly well with the new organizational structure based on school levels.

2. What are the implications of being designated a Focus School?

a. What additional support and assistance are provided?

Associate Superintendents at each level lead the effort to provide intense – hence, “focused” – monitoring and support for each identified campus.  Additional technical assistance from curriculum support staff is allocated for each high needs school, at the direction of the Associate Superintendent, with the assistance of the academic supervisors.  

b. What would constitute acceptable improvement, based on criteria set by the district and taking into account state and federal accountability requirements?

Since Focus Schools are provided additional support and on-site assistance, it is expected that improvement will be accelerated.  District leaders are currently exploring a system for promoting continuous improvement among all AISD schools, in which all schools will be expected to demonstrate improvement, based on clearly defined Key Performance Measures and moving toward state recognition by2007-08.  Improvement in the Federal Accountability System will be measured annually according to federal guidelines.  

c. What are the expectations and timeframe for the principal, CAC, and staff, in terms of bringing about improvement?

It should be made clear to the campus leadership and to the CAC what the expectations for improvement are and that, if no improvement is demonstrated over time, the campus may be subject to a review of leadership and, under specified circumstances, be eligible for reorganization as a Blueprint school and/or, for full or partial reconstitution.  

3. How will the “Focus School” designation be communicated to the principal, staff, CAC, and parents and community?

Each Associate Superintendent will meet with the principals of identified schools, explaining the Focus School designation, the range of assistance and support, and expectations for improvement.  The Associate Superintendent will also arrange for meeting with the staff and parents and community, making sure to explain the additional level of support, as well as expectations for improvement.  

4. How does the designation of Focus School differ from that of a Blueprint School?

a. What are the criteria for being included in the Blueprint Schools Initiative?

Over a year ago, Blueprint Schools were derived from those elementary and middle schools that had been, over a long period, chronically and persistently among the lowest achieving schools in the district.  A series of indicators were used  -- including state ratings history, performance history over a five-year period, and school rankings based on TAAS performance in relation to other campuses in the district, with each school ultimately identified showing little to no improvement or a decline.  Ultimately, four elementary and two middle schools were selected and subsequently reorganized with a majority of new staff members.

Focus Schools differ from Blueprint Schools in that they are identified each year as high needs schools, in relation to their peers, and this year, because of the new TAKS assessment which cannot be compared to past assessments, only current year performance is considered.  Next year, district leaders also will look at the degree of progress over a one-year period.

b. What are the expectations and timetable for improvement, as a Blueprint School?

The Blueprint Schools Initiative was conceived of and is being implemented as a three-year project, with each school remaining in the group for the full three years so that support and improvement are sustained over time and so that campuses have adequate time to become self-sufficient. 

c. What are the criteria for being added to the Blueprint Schools Initiative and what are the criteria for exiting from the Blueprint Schools Initiative?

Beginning next year, schools may be eligible for inclusion in the Blueprint Schools Initiative if they continue to exhibit critical performance needs and have shown insufficient progress over time.  After three years, it is expected that schools will have made sufficient progress to move out of the Blueprint Schools Initiative.

5. How will the district support and monitor non-Focus schools, in keeping with Board and district goals and state and federal requirements?

In a system that expects continuous improvement for all schools, campuses with the greatest performance deficiencies will receive the most support, technical assistance, and personal monitoring and guidance from Associate Superintendents.  As schools demonstrate that they are on track for state recognition, the degree of support will gradually be lessened, making sure that schools receive proper guidance for sustaining continuous improvement.
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